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In the planning of a grazing system, one of the
early steps is to evaluate the resource base.  The
forage types, soils, topography, water, shade,
environmental sensitive areas, and physical
facility should be carefully inventoried before a
management plan is developed.  It is essential to
know what limitations are imposed upon the
planned system by the natural resources base as
well as limitations of capital, labor, and
management expertise.  Production and
economic goals should be set within the context
of the resource base.  In developing the grazing
system, both short term and long term goals
should be identified.  There are certain guidelines
that help make a grazing system more efficient
and work smoother.  Several of those guidelines
are discussed below for rotational stocking
systems.

Keep Paddocks as Near Square as Possible

Uniform sized paddocks with parallel sides,
where land allows, are the most desirable for
rotational grazing systems.  They better facilitate
grazing distribution, additional subdivisions, as
well as mechanical harvest of forage when
appropriate.  Observations and research indicates
that shape of the paddock will influence grazing
behavior.  Paddocks which are nearly square tend
to be grazed more uniformly than long, narrow
paddocks.  Long narrow paddocks are frequently
grazed heavier in the portion of the paddock
where the water is located as compared to the
rest of the paddock.  As travel distance from water
increases, length to width ratio becomes more

significant.  On small grazing systems where
animals are never more than several hundred feet
from the water source, shape is less critical.  Also,
the shorter the grazing period the less critical
shape becomes.  Cattle take about three days to
establish a strong grazing pattern within an
individual paddock.  If allowed to remain in a
paddock beyond three days, spot grazing and
pronounced cattle trails will begin to develop.
When the cattle return to this paddock in future
grazing cycles, the grazing pattern will be
established and they will begin to follow the
previous pattern.

The amount of fence required to subdivide a large
pasture into paddocks can vary depending on the
shape and layout of the paddocks.  Frequently,
fencing can be reduced 10 to 30 percent by
considering different layout options.  In most
situations, a design based on a uniform paddock
of low length to width ratio (block design) with
water in every paddock will be the most efficient
fence layout.  Wheels and hub designs with one
central water location do not work as well in
Alabama because of mud and related problems.

Keep Animals Within 600 to 800 Feet of Water

Grazing animals need to drink on a regular basis.
To do this they must stay within a certain traveling
distance of the water source.  Consumption of
water by cattle is greater when water is made
available in every paddock and the travel
distance is kept under 800 feet.  When water is
close (less than 800 feet), cattle will go to water



as individuals instead of a herd.  This allows a
producer to use a smaller trough because there
can be more time for the trough to refill between
drinking of animals.  In addition, pasture utilization
becomes less uniform as cattle travel more than
800 or 900 feet to water.  The nutrient gradient
created by animal concentration and manure
deposition around watering sites is lessened
when animals do not have to travel a great
distance to water.

Paddocks Should be of Similar Production,
Not Size

It is important to keep the animal’s diet as uniform
as possible to ensure consistent performance.
Variance in diet from day to day will result in
inconsistent animal performance.  The nearer to
constant that the diet can be kept, the more
predictable animal performance will be.  Using
paddocks of all the same size in acres, but with
varying forage production, can cause nutritional
stress in the animals.

For this reason, the size of paddocks should be
based on carrying capacity.  Paddocks on the
most productive part of the pasture management
unit are likely to be smaller than average while
paddocks on the least productive soils will be
larger than average.  Paddock boundaries which
follow approximate contours and changes in soil
type allow for uniform production and grazing.
Livestock grazing patterns will often follow the
forage species composition of the pasture.  If
several soil types, productivity levels, and forage
species are located in the same paddock, uneven
grazing can occur.  This is why it is important to
place each fence with the stocking rate and
animal production in mind, not simply to divide
the pasture management unit into equal sized
units.

Lanes or Alleyways

Lanes or alleyways may or may not be needed.
Often with rotational grazing systems for beef
cattle, to move animals from one paddock to
adjacent paddocks the producer will simply open
a wire gap between the paddocks.  However, if
lanes are part of the grazing system, they should
only be used to facilitate movement of cattle to
fresh pastures or to corrals for working.  This type

of use causes very little stress on the lane
vegetation without loss of cover.

When lanes are used each day to access a fresh
paddock, as with dairy cattle, or to access a
common water source, loss of vegetation,
erosion, and potential mud problems will occur.
For this reason, it is best to develop water in each
paddock if possible or special attention will be
needed to maintain the lane.  This may require
establishing a gravel surface or making a double
lane.  A double lane is two parallel lanes.  When
one lane is in use the other is resting.  Normally
each lane would be used only a day or two before
the animals are routed to the adjacent lane.  This
rest will help maintain vegetation on the lanes
and reduce problems associated with bare soil.

Number of Paddocks

The optimum number of paddocks will vary with
both pasture species and animal type due to
desired utilization and performance goals,
resistance to grazing damage of the forage,
regrowth habit of the forage, and the economic
potential.  The ideal system is to have grazing
animals harvest the high quality leaf tips and
leafiest forage leaving the lower quality basil
leaves and steamy forage for photosynthesis to
maintain the root systems and for rapid regrowth.
Also, the animals should be rotated to another
paddock before new regrowth (new leaves and
shoots) reaches grazing height.  This is usually a
three to seven day period, depending on climate
conditions.  For forage species which have a high
growing point, it is very important that a short
grazing period be used to prevent regrazing of the
new regrowth so production will not be effected.
Another point to remember is with a shorter
grazing period, the fluctuation in forage quality
from the first grazing day to the last grazing day in
each paddock is minimized.

The actual number of paddocks required for a
particular grazing cycle is determined by the
necessary rest interval required for the particular
forage species under specific environmental
conditions and the maximum number of days that
animals should be left on a paddock to obtain
performance goals.  Typically the growth cycle of
forages in Alabama is 21 to 35 days.  This will
vary depending on the forage species, various



Basic Rules to Remember

n Use the higher quality parts of the forage
plants for grazing, rotating the animals to next
paddock before they begin to graze the new
regrowth.  Forcing animals to eat low quality
basic leaves and stems will reduce their
performance.

n Maintain sufficient leaf area for photosynthesis
to keep a healthy root system and maximize
forage production.  A rule of thumb for keeping
sufficient leaf area is maintain 50 percent of
the forage growth for photosynthesis or not to
graze closer than the recommended  minimum
grazing height.  Recommended minimum
grazing heights are contained in Table 1.

Table 1

                                           Minimum Height (inches)
     Begin Graze

Forage    Grazing     To

Alfalfa, Grazing Types 10 4
Bahiagrass 6 2
Bermudagrass, Common 5 2
Bermudagrass, Improved 6 3
Clover, White and Sub 5 1
Clovers, All Others 6 2
Dallisgrass 6 3
Eastern Gamagrass 24 12
Fescue, Tall 6 3
Johnsongrass 18 10
Indiangrass 12 6
Lespedeza, Annual 5 2
Orchardgrass 8 3
Pearl Millet 24 10
Ryegrass 6 3
Sericea 8 4
Small Grains 8 4
Sorghum-Sudan Hybrids 24 10
Sorghum, Forage 24 10
Switchgrass 18 10

environmental conditions, and time of the year.
Therefore, this is the rest interval (21 to 35 days)
that should be considered in designing a
rotational grazing system.  Under good growing
conditions, a 21-day or less rest may be plenty for
a cool season forage species, whereas in
midsummer during dry periods, a warm season
forage may require 36 or more days recovery.  The
implication is that fewer paddocks or more
livestock are needed at certain times of the year.
The paddocks not needed for grazing can be
harvested as hay or other stored forage.  Also,
depending on the time of the year and forages
species, it may be stockpiled for later use.  Tall
fescue is a forage species which lends itself to
stockpiling for fall and early winter use.

With the regrowth period of three to seven days,
and the forage growth cycle of 21 to 35 days, six
to eight paddocks should be sufficient.  The
number of paddocks is determined by the
following equation.

Number of Paddocks =

Days of Rest (Forage Growth Cycle)
+ 1

Days of Grazing (Shoot and Leaf Regrowth)

With this in mind for slow growing forages or
forages with low growing points such as
bahiagrass or bermudagrass, six paddocks (35
divided by 7 plus 1 equals 6) should be sufficient
to meet the rest or recovery period needed to
maintain good production.  With fast growing
forages such as cool season ones during
optimum periods, eight paddocks should be
sufficient.  With the forages available in Alabama,
8 to 10 paddocks is sufficient.

Also, in determining the number of paddocks,
increased input cost, along with increased
management needed to make the grazing system
work, must be considered.  It is suggested that
producers who have four to five permanent
paddocks with water located near the center of
each to use temporary fencing to further divide
into 8 to 10 paddocks.  This may be a good option
with rotational grazing systems with small
paddocks.
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n Match the rotation time to the forage growth.
The rotation among paddocks must not be
based on a fixed time schedule, but rather
on available forage and rate of forage
growth.  During periods of rapid forage
growth, the grazing time in each paddock
should be short.  When forage growth is
slow, the rotation can be slowed down.
Maintaining a rigid rotation schedule is a
recipe for failure.

Summary

Grazing systems should be designed with
ready access to water, preferably with the
animals always being within 600 to 800 feet of
the water source.  Excess forage should be
used as hay or haylage.  Paddocks of rotational
stocking systems should be laid out nearly
square following landscape changes so that
each paddock has as little soil variation within it
as possible.  Also, permanent paddocks should
be sized to provide similar forage production.
They can be further subdivided if needed with
temporary fencing.
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